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Introduction


 


Well, hello. So, this is my book. Now, I didn’t want to write an ‘autobiography’ in the classic sense (i.e. ‘Read all about my struggle,’ etc, etc) but, having worked on two of the biggest, weirdest but ultimately most rewarding TV shows of the last twenty years, and having had my own radio show but not having made a note in all that time, I thought I’d best put pen to paper . . . and with music-playing such an integral part in all that, and my actual life, I thought I’d link it to the songs that, intentionally or otherwise, have been the backdrop to my life. (Plus, I’m not so sure how much of this I’ll remember in a couple of years’ time. As it is, I’m pretty sure a lot of the early stuff is kind of sketchy, so you’ll have to take my word for it, but rest assured I’ve always been very popular, and devilishly good-looking. At least, that’s how I remember it.)


Here’s the deal: we all have a soundtrack to our lives. Yours (which I hope for your sake is somewhat different to mine) is, well, yours – a unique series of musical markers that form a tuneful dot-to-dot pattern of your life. It’s a bit like your DNA, only it can’t be used to convict you for any crimes you might have committed years ago (musical or otherwise). So what do I think it actually is?


Well, it’s easier to start by saying what it’s not. The soundtrack to your life isn’t your Desert Island Discs (now that radio show is an institution – it’s been around since 1942! It’s part of the fabric of our nation), and I harbour no desire to host a radio show for seventy years based on the STML. This, by the way, is what we’re going to call the ‘Soundtrack To My Life’ from now on, largely because my typing is so bad it takes me at least thirty seconds to write ‘Soundtrack To My Life’. Even more worrying is the fact that this page has so far taken me two hours so, right now, I can imagine you’re reading this sometime in 2018. It’s my bad and I’m working on it (that also just took twenty seconds). But, focus, O’Leary! Back to my STML (catchy, right?) and why it’s not Desert Island Discs.


Your soundtrack doesn’t require you to think in a sober and conscious way about the music you would want to listen to for the rest of your life, stranded on a paradise island with the complete works of Shakespeare, A.N. Other book (South, by Ernest Shackleton, since you’re asking) and that one luxury item for company (which, while we’re here, would be an endless supply of Cheval Blanc).


Also, this is no list of songs that you’d be happy and, be honest, sometimes smug about. A list to trot out when you’re hosting a dinner party. You know the ones I’m talking about – something from the playlist of tunes you’ve been grafting on for over a week, so that when people come around to yours it will make you stand out from that friend who’s playing that Kings of Leon album to deeeeath in his car, and thinks he can do a mean ‘Sex On Fire’ come karaoke time. We’ve all been there: you turn the volume up ever so subtly when what you consider to be a piece of bonafide gold comes on, you lean back with that post-dinner drink in your hand, smiling smugly like a Cheshire cat as you hear someone say, ‘Oh, haven’t heard this in ages’ or the even better, ‘This is great! Is it new?’


Furthermore, the soundtrack to your life is certainly not the list of songs you argue about in public when, God forbid, someone strikes up the ‘greatest album/songs of all time’ debate. Nor is it a list of your guilty pleasures. These are, after all, tunes you’ve still chosen to love and ones you know you’ll sing when drunk or when prompted.


No, the soundtrack to your life is far deeper and in some cases darker than that, and the crucial difference between it and all of the above is . . . that it chooses you, not the other way round.


This is a fact. It’s also, in many cases, nothing short of a disaster.


So, let’s say that it’s made up of between ten and twenty tracks that, for some reason, have a hold over us. (There are almost certainly more, but let’s go with twenty musical signposts for our life.) And they have a hold on us because they have become inextricably linked to the most important moments and memories of our lives. So for example, they might remind you of your parents, your first day at school, the Blitz, dead people, the smell of cut grass, the beach, beer-soaked kisses, the smell of hot tarmac, being angry with the world, bad fashion choices, getting dumped, scoring a goal, etc, etc.


That’s a pretty diverse list that a psychiatrist would probably have fun/a laugh analysing, but it’s just what popped into my head in the thirty seconds (fifteen minutes) it took me to type it. And that’s my point. Through your soundtrack, you can chart your own life and experiences, and thus the story of you unfolds.


All mass media has an emotional hold over us. We’re bombarded with it, and we tend to hold on to the stuff we actually like. Films, books, television programmes can all take us back to a time and a place, but there’s something about a three and a half minute song that can also elevate you and take you somewhere else, somewhere less specific. You can get lost in a song and somehow remember words, melodies, choruses you haven’t heard or spoken or sung for twenty or thirty years. Sometimes they just inexplicably pop into your head, along with the warm, fuzzy feeling you got from that party, person or place they’re associated with. There can also be – dear God – the excruciating embarrassment attached to an ill-advised dance move from a craze long since forgotten.


Last week, for example, I found myself on a car ferry and German band Opus’s ‘Live is Life’ (circa 1985) came on the radio. Even though I hadn’t heard it for almost thirty-odd years, I remembered the words – all of them. I also remember a kid at school called Chris Benge and he hated it, if you sung it anywhere near him he’d go nuts. It’s no ‘Space Oddity’, but those words were still trapped up there in my head somewhere.


This incredible feature of the classic ear/brain/heart combo is sometimes great, à la Springsteen (a LOT more of whom we’ll be talking about later); sometimes quite good, à la Jan Hammer’s ‘Crockett’s Theme’ from Miami Vice; and in some cases, brilliantly bad à la an advert for Coke you heard when you were eleven: ‘First time, first love, Oh, what a feeling is this . . .’ But whichever combination it is – and I sincerely hope there’s more good than bad in your soundtrack – I repeat, it’s yours.


You don’t have to be proud of it – I’d argue that you shouldn’t even like some of it, but it is unequivocally yours, and it’s not going anywhere. In fact, it’s only going to get added to. You’re stuck with it, like your family, your football team or your crim­inal record (should you have one).


To prove my point, here are some common examples that I think work for most people of a certain generation (mine) from film soundtracks that I grew up listening to. The first is a song that almost made it onto my soundtrack: the stirring Peter Cetera’s ‘Glory Of Love’. If you’re not that familiar with it/haven’t slow danced to it, it’s a classic eighties power ballad with overproduced synths and a heck of a chorus that kicks in at 1.06. What are you waiting for? Go and have a listen. Woo! Yeah! The Karate Kid! ‘Get him a body bag!’ etc!


Unless you’re very young (in which case, you’ve probably bought this book under false pretences, thinking I am going to spill all about my relationship with Harry and the rest of the 1D guys and are now supremely miffed at me – though, by the way, if you’re still here, and I haven’t already been tossed in the fire as you ‘Unfollow’ me, The X Factor stuff comes a bit later), this track proves my point. Peter Cetera’s ‘Glory Of Love’ might not appear on many ‘greatest of all time’ lists – maybe not even Peter Cetera’s – and it might not be the best tune in the world (unless you’re a tough young punk with a heart, and Elizabeth Shue for a girlfriend, about to open a can of whoop-ass on the unfortunate members of Cobra Kai), but you’d have to have a heart of stone for it not to take you back to playing on a green sometime in the eighties, pretending to be Daniel-san.


Karate Kid not your thing? (Loser.) OK, press play on the example/proving-my-point second track: Simple Minds’ ‘Don’t You (Forget About Me).’


Now this is a cracker, appealing to both guys and gals out there. Once again, all you need to hear is Jim Kerr warbling: ‘Hey, hey, hey, hey!’ and you’re there: Breakfast Club. You’re Molly Ringwald placing a diamond earring into Judd Nelson’s calloused hand; you’re Ally Sheedy ripping a wrestling patch off Emilio Estevez’s jacket; you’re flipping the bird to Mr Vernon as you punch the air on the playing field of Shermer High. Or you’re me, sitting in my parents’ front room watching a third-generation copy on VHS, dreaming of Molly realising I was helplessly in love with a fictional character.


As I said, films are a terrific example as they are a common experience. But any song can have that effect on you. Four bars from a recognisable tune, and you’ll be back to your first kiss, a family holiday, your first car, your grandparents . . . in short, your life.


So that’s what this book is: a soundtrack to the milestones of my life; one half of which has been a lot of fun, and at times pretty surreal as I’ve been on the telly a fair bit, and the other half of which has been just as much fun, but with a lot less time on telly (apart from a cameo/pre-photo photobomb on Newsround, which came to my school when Live Aid was on – sorry John Craven).


Now, one disclaimer before we start: this is my first book, so my choices are all over the shop. There is often more than one musical choice per chapter, but that’s the point; which, just in case you haven’t been concentrating, I’ll reiterate once more: you don’t pick the soundtrack to your life; it picks you.


So, here’s the story of me so far, with the music that’s been my best friend, my confidante, my really annoying sibling and, at times, my tormentor. (Note to self, music isn’t actually a person. Stop giving it a personality.)










SOUNDTRACK


1


‘Catch Me If You Can’


by Brendan Shine


OK, to kick things off, I’m Irish. I know I don’t sound it, but I am, and of all the rich and varied musical heritage the land of my parents and forefathers has given the world, of all the great folk that have sprung from the heartbreak of conflict, famine and emigration that mother Erin has had to endure, it’s extraordinary that the track that is the first stop in my soundtrack is a song about a middle-aged farmer, effectively . . . pimping himself out.


Lisdoonvarna is a small town in the north-west of County Clare in Ireland. It holds no romantic attachment for me, and I have never even been there. My family’s home is Wexford town and, like most second-generation Irish, if you ever go home and don’t spend every waking moment drinking tea, being force-fed dairy in the kitchen while being interrogated as to why you STILL haven’t brought a girlfriend home – ‘Is there something wrong with you? Because . . . you know, it’s fine if . . .’ (i.e. ‘Are you gay?’) – and constantly being told, ‘You’re wasting away, you need to eat more butter,’ if you turn your back on all that and instead decide to travel the country of your forefathers to better understand your heritage and tradition, then you are considered (quite rightly) to be a traitor to your kith and kin.


So, whilst I’ve never been there, Lisdoonvarna is legendary, and unwittingly played a huge part in my upbringing. Each September, it hosts a festival that is one of Europe’s biggest matchmaking events: 40,000 farmers descend on a small town to try to find a wife, and from that has sprung one of the most important songs of my life . . . OK, if you’re ready for this, it’s time to press play on track one of my STML:


 


I’m a Páidín,?from Tulla bhadín?


I’ve got money and acres of land,


I’m looking for a honey, with a bit of money,?


Catch me if you can, me name is Dan, sure I’m yer man.


 


I like the céilí, and the Stack of Barley,?


I like the waltzes, the oul jigs and the reels?


I like swinging, when Big Tom is singing?


Catch me if you can, me name is Dan, sure I’m yer man.


 


And I’m off to Lisdoonvarna at the end of the year?


I’m off for the bit of craic, the women and the beer!?


I’m awful shifty for a man of fifty,?


Catch me if you can, me name is Dan, sure I’m yer man.


 


I’ve got a brother, he’s in the Gardaí?


I’ve got an uncle, he’s up there in the Dáil?


He’s quite a charmer, Geez a mighty farmer?


Catch me if you can, me name is Dan, sure I’m yer man.


Now to conclude and finish my story


If there’s a young one, looking for a man,?


Take the bus from Bearna, down to Lisdoonvarna?


Catch me if you can, me name is Dan, sure I’m yer man.


 


And I’m off to Lisdoonvarna at the end of the year


I’m off for the bit of craic, the women and the beer!


I’m awful shifty for a man of fifty,?


Catch me if you can, me name is Dan, sure I’m yer man.


 


There it is. Two minutes and nineteen seconds of sheer heaven.


Hmm, where to start . . . Well, if we just strip the song back, at face value it’s simply a lot of fun. Here’s a guy who is approaching fifty, he’s obviously done well for himself and is big in farming circles, but as is often the case, has neglected his personal life. Who can blame him – he’s a rural career guy! And by the sounds of it, he’s well connected. He’s got a brother in the police, and an uncle who’s an MP. So the short story is, he’s a good package who’s just a bit lonely. The best thing about the tune is that he laughs his way through it – he sounds like he loves his life, he just needs a girl. So it’s a song full of hope, and excitement and expectation that only the promise of potential new love can bring.


OK, so I might be going into this a liiiiittle too deeply, but the real reason it eclipses so many other truly great Irish songs that could have found their way on to my early soundtrack is that it’s pretty much the first Irish song I ever heard, alongside Terry Wogan’s rendition of ‘The Floral Dance’ (which is not actually an Irish song – Cornish, I think, but we’ll hear more from Terry shortly).


The singer of this two-minute nineteen-second gem is an Irish Folk/Country heavyweight called Brendan Shine. He’s been going for donkeys’ years and is, to the best of my know­ledge, still rocking/big banding on. But three decades ago, I’m pretty sure he had no idea that he was playing an integral part in my formative years.


It’s a strange enough experience to be brought up Irish in Britain, but when you’re brought up away from an area that has a big Irish population, such as London or Liverpool, then it’s even weirder: not unpleasant by any stretch, just different to the urban centres that had considerably large Irish populations.


I grew up in semi-rural Colchester, Essex, in a village called Marks Tey, to be precise. It’s a small village nestled between two main roads from London to East Anglia and surrounded by fields. My parents spotted it totally by chance on a train journey, on their way to see my Uncle Bill, and Aunty Nelly (an old Irish matriarch aunty of my dad’s who had retired to a well-kept rose-bedded bungalow in Brightlingsea). Having decided to leave Ireland, my parents couldn’t afford to buy in London, and fancied some fresh air and green fields in which to bring up their kids, so Marks Tey became home. Pretty soon after that I was born, although I have it on good authority I was ‘Made in Ireland’. Something I dread to even think about.


My mam (Irish spelling of ‘mum’) and dad (universal spelling of ‘dad’) were a pair of young Irish kids who had come over here to make a better life for themselves.


They love to move, love to dance – always have done. They met in Wexford when my mam was still in her teens and have been together ever since. They married in 1968 and my mam had my sister, Nicola, and I by the time she was in her mid-twenties. She was and still is a beauty, with beautiful black hair and olive skin (Lord alone knows where her ancestors were from).


My father was the oldest of five children, and is the hardest-working man I know. He was known in Wexford as ‘Locksy’ (everyone has a nickname), due to his curly hair, which might sound like a curse, but while his ginger afro period of the seventies was, I’m sure he’d admit, regrettable, he’s still not grey now, so I’m also pretty sure he’s not complaining. He was a star hurler – Ireland’s national game – back in the sixties and had to give up playing at the highest level when he and my mam moved to England (missing out on playing in what was a championship-winning team the year after he moved). He night-schooled himself while we were growing up, getting a Masters in Business. He’s never smoked or drunk – a combin­ation of sporting prowess and taking ‘the pledge’ – but he has a love for life and fun of a man half his age.


You never give your parents enough credit, do you? For two kids like they were to up sticks, leave Ireland with not an awful lot and set up home in a country where they hardly knew a soul and raise a family is a big deal. Keeping in touch with home in whatever shape or form was important to them, and it rubbed off on us. While they were still active members of the local community (who can forget the street party when Charles and Diana got married, and the slightly less successful one when Andrew and Fergie got hitched), they, above all, loved and cherished the music of their homeland.


We lived on a purpose-built estate where everyone knew everyone. I know it’s a cliché now to say that you used to be able to keep your doors unlocked, but it was pretty much that kind of thing back then. There was one school in the village, three pubs – the Spaniard, the Red Lion and the Prince of Wales – and a big primrose nursery that the mums went to work in when us kids were at school – which might explain why our house was always swimming in primroses of all shades and hues. What Marks Tey was most definitely NOT, though, was what you would call an Irish enclave.


There was, however, like most places in Britain, an Irish population that, how shall we say, punched above its weight. It was centred around the church – unsurprisingly – a hotel bar called the George – also unsurprisingly – and, for a short, ill-advised period, a stable yard where one of our friends had bought a horse, a nag called Firetrack – and, of course, our house, where an awful lot of what I suppose you’d call ad hoc céilís took place.


These involved all the Irish in town coming round (people who essentially had little in common other than actually being Irish) and drinking the old, canned, gassy Guinness – the one they had before they invented widgets – singing heartily themselves and listening to their/somebody else’s kids sing pretty bad renditions of Irish standards – which was where I came in. The songs that were my (happily enforced) party pieces were staid old Irish standards, and generally they were pretty free of controversy/rebellion – the ones that were, were about the Wexford Rebellion of 1798, and therefore not current nor too threatening in 1970s Colchester.


And it was at these get-togethers where I first realised my weekends were panning out slightly differently to those of my friends.


To start with, growing up as a second-generation kid, you kind of live two lives. On the one hand, my real-world Colchester life was a pretty straightforward small-town upbringing in Britain in the seventies and eighties. We had all the usual stuff that go to make up your traditional nostalgia: endless summers, the smell of freshly cut grass, your dad owning British Leyland cars, the occasional dead animal found in a ditch and duly poked by every boy in the estate with a stick . . . all the classics. Whereas my home life included things like: the Pope, the Pope defeating communism, the Pope getting shot, the Pope forgiving the guy who shot him, First Communion, pouring Guinness for old men (who always looked older than they actually were), singing songs about places and people you didn’t know, learning and reading – courtesy of my father – about a different history and literature than I was learning about at school (something for which I will always be eternally grateful, although he could have gone a little easier on the James Joyce), and twice-monthly trips to north-west London to see my dad play hurling and visit family, and the once-a-year endless summer trips back to see relatives in Ireland.


The brilliant contradiction in being a second-generation Irishman (or, to that end, I’m guessing second-generation anything), was that, when you were back in Ireland, the Irish family always saw you as English, and you were treated as such, i.e. teased, and beaten (in a wholesome, cousin-like way, of course, until someone else, outside the family, called you English, at which point they became the subject of the family’s abuse); whereas, back home in England, I was just a kid that had a slightly unusual name, and went to a different church, and who at times the teacher asked to explain who the Pope was, or what Holy Communion was. Heavy stuff for an eight-year-old.


Now, before the If-you-don’t-like-it-over-here-why-don’t-you-eff-off-back-to-your-own-country brigade starts (although I sincerely hope none of them are actually reading this book), our upbringing was a pragmatic affair. My parents LOVED it in England, and still do. My parents brought my older sister, Nicola, and I up to be proud of our heritage, whilst also embracing the culture we were living in, and they were treated with nothing but warmth and hospitality from the moment they got here (apart from the obligatory ‘No Blacks, No Dogs, No Irish’ door signs in London, and some ignoramus who rang my mother after an IRA bomb had gone off in London and said she was next, although I’m sure the idiot had got a bit confused and got it the wrong way round – what, my mam is next? For what? To get blown up by the IRA?). Anyway, the point is, for the most part, it was an overwhelmingly welcoming environment.


Reading back over what I’ve written so far, I feel I might have painted a bad picture here. Back in Ireland it wasn’t all sitting around the peat fire, eating bacon and cabbage. (Well, some of it was, and it was great.) According to my parents, Ireland in the sixties was an exciting place to grow up. Just like Britain, kids were into the Beatles, and flocked to see the usual massive bands when they toured over there, which they did. My parents saw Gerry and the Pacemakers, the Searchers, Gene Pitney, and my mam still claims she did the twist with Chubby Checker, although my sister and I always suspect that was the Piesporter Michelsberg talking.


My dad also tells me that, exclusive to Ireland, they had the showband scene. These were big bands, such as Big Tom and the Mainliners (who are also still going – what do they make these guys from?) who played the most popular tunes of the day, and toured constantly. These bands and this music, exported to London, formed a big part of the music scene for the Irish diaspora in clubs like the Galtymore, and it’s where, in the sixties, many a young Irish couple met, courted and cemented their relationships.


So although we listened to a lot of current music when I was growing up, my parents, and by extension my own music taste, was driven by nostalgia. Which is where my love of Brendan Shine comes in.


See, you don’t pick it; it picks you.


In the midst of all these old rebel songs, which even at an early age I realised were beautiful – about struggles for freedom from unscrupulous landowner types, longing for home, missing families and loved ones, and such like – this song was pretty much the only happy one I can remember. I suppose it was my seventies version of the Tweenies. It was always on the record player on a Sunday night. My parents would play it to me, perhaps because they consciously (or subconsciously), after a typical weekend, didn’t want their kid going to school on a Monday morning thinking about a rebellious priest who died in the Wexford uprising of 1798 (Father John Murphy, by the way, and I did go to school thinking about him . . . thanks, Catholicism!) So, it’s a Sunday afternoon/evening, we’re having one of our many O’Leary family céilís, where post-dinner chairs are cleared back in our snug front room and the records come out. At a certain point, the 33RMP/LP of the Clancy Brothers and Tommy Makem singing ‘The West’s Awake’ (yes, it’s a rebel song) would be taken off the record player and replaced by Brendan’s neo-classic. At which point the dancing would start.


For people who might not know, Irish dancing in a family context is a more anarchic version of Scottish dancing – everyone’s up doing their own thing, which in my dad’s case involved an awful lot of erratic leg kicks; normally, inches away from Aunty Nelly’s face. (More about my dad’s Dad-dancing antics later.)


The putting on of Brendan’s song was a moment I always looked forward to. Getting up and throwing myself around in a room full of my relatives doing the same thing felt very warm and safe – things that are important to an eight-year-old (and a forty-year-old man).


We actually had two of Brendan’s records – ‘Catch Me If You Can’ had him on the cover with a thousand-yard stare, smiling and wearing a cream turtleneck, whilst the other, ‘Do You Want Your Old Lobby Washed Down, Con Shine’ (it really is called that and, no, I have no idea what it means, either), featured him staring in exactly the same way, only this time wearing a blue turtleneck. (Even as a child, I thought someone should have had a word with Brendan’s marketing people.)


This ‘blue turtleneck’ song is, as far as I can fathom, about a man who can’t pay his rent and offers to clean a lobby by way of recompense. Sounds fair, but no matter – I thought he was singing ‘lavvy’, not ‘lobby’, which for an eight-year-old was the best form of toilet humour and therefore the second most brilliant thing I had ever heard, after ‘Catch Me If You Can’. Obvs.


So, after a year or so of hearing Brendan’s song practically every weekend, when we heard that the man himself was actually coming to town (well, Chelmsford), you can guess who was begging his parents to take him to the concert. And I must have been a pretty good beggar because Dad got tickets, even though I am pretty sure I was the main Brendan cheerleader in the house and my parents would have preferred something a bit more authentic and Dublinersy. Nonetheless, Daddo got the tickets and we were off to the . . . hold on to your hats . . . Chelmsford Civic Centre, and I was going to see Brendan! My first live concert (if church every Sunday doesn’t count, which it probably doesn’t)!


Now, being an Irish do, it was always due to be a late night, with a Rhianna-style stage time, but before we go any further about said concert, it’s important to explain how the Irish are with their children and their attitude to sleep.


Whilst I stress that the Irish are great with kids – playful, warm, encouraging, great huggers – I have never seen children go to bed later in any other northern European country. It’s like the Irish are permanently on holiday and have adopted a Spanish or Italian attitude to their kids’ bedtime, only they’re not in Spain or Italy, but cold, rainy Wexford town. To make matters worse, I’m from a family of nightbirds (nightbird squared). My wife, who is Norwegian, and therefore used to spending half the year in darkness, is bewildered by my family’s socially acceptable insomnia, and will often raise the white flag and drift into the Land of Nod as they/we launch into another hearty debate (about ANYTHING) at two in the morning. To be fair, my mam was a pretty good sergeant major (he says, in fear of an imminent clip round the ear for this and the earlier Piesporter Michelsberg comment), but the point is, on the night of the Brendan Shine concert, even for an Irish kid I was allowed to stay up even later than usual.


Picture the scene then. After a long journey (for an eight-year-old), a support act and a truckload of crisps and Coke, an already late night is compounded by a late stage time. Inevitably, a crash was coming. So, what happened as my idol walked on stage; what happened when the moment I’d been dreaming of for months (well, days, but you know how much slower time passes when you’re a kid) finally came to pass? I fell asleep! ASLEEP! In that classic kid/meerkat-at-nap-time, nodding-off-style way, between two really uncomfortable orange plastic chairs – chairs that no human being could possibly fall asleep on. I completely missed my idol performing. All I remember was waking up with a Coca-Cola/Tayto crisps-induced sugar/salt hangover and hearing, ‘Goodnight Chelmsford.’


As you can imagine, I was in bits, devastated – it was the modern-day equivalent of taking one of your children to a Justin Bieber concert only for them to conk out at the start of ‘Baby’ (though in this day and age you’d be slightly more annoyed because the whole thing would have cost you the best part of 200 quid).


However, thankfully, there was to be a silver lining to this dark grey cloud. Somehow my dad was the most charming Irishman in a room full of charming Irishman – which takes some doing – and sweet-talked himself and his semi-comatose eight-year-old son past whatever security Brendan had – I im­­­agine it was extensive – to the backstage area to meet the man himself. I woke up just long enough to get a pat on the head and an autograph from a jolly, white turtlenecked (yes, he was wearing one) troubadour before I passed out again, and woke up the next day with a big smile on my face and my dad’s hero status securely cemented in my mind.


So there you have it. You know, there were so many Irish songs that I wanted to start with. Classic folk ballads that meant so much, and still do. I could have used my first choice to show you the breadth of brilliant Irish music that so many gener­ations have been brought up listening to and singing along with. Songs that have had international recognition and are now regarded as timeless classics: ‘The Green Fields Of France’, ‘The Auld Triangle’, ‘A Song For Ireland’ . . . from voices that reshaped the way the Irish are seen over the world: the Dubliners, the Fureys and more.


But no. For reasons which I think are pretty clear now, I offer up to you the first track in the soundtrack of my life: ‘Catch Me If You Can’.
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‘The Floral Dance’


by Terry Wogan


OK, I get it – I know it’s only the second song, but you might already be getting a little worried about the choices of my soundtrack. Well, don’t. This isn’t going to be a collection of random, novelty Irish tracks. Well, OK, up to NOW it is, but things will pick up musically and become more eclectic, I promise. But if we’re telling my story through random pieces of music – which we are – then we cannot discount this . . .  classic.


I appreciate, however, that this might be one of my more questionable choices, being as it is, essentially, a novelty track. That said, it’s a novelty track that was made (marginally) famous by the man you have to thank for giving me the inspiration to get into TV and radio in the first place. So if you’re not keen on seeing me on the telly (and if you’re not, that’s cool, can’t please all of the people all of the time, etc, etc. But then why are you reading this book?) then the man you have to blame is the Lord of Limerick – Sir Terry Wogan. 


I can’t tell my story without giving a fairly hefty nod to Terry, both as a kid and an adult; he is to me a hero . . . sort of like the legendary polar explorer Ernest Shackleton, but a lot less chilly.


This song, or least Terry’s version of it, is God-awful. The original, slightly-less-God-awful version was written in 1911 by Kate Moss (probably not the model, but I’ll check . . . it’s not) to celebrate Cornwall’s annual Fury Dance (sometimes known as the Flora, hence it’s incorrect title, ‘The Floral Dance’). It’s been recorded a number of times by different folk, but most notably, as far as we’re concerned, in 1977 by the Brighouse and Rastrick Brass Band, whose version got to number two at Christmas that year.


It was what it said on the tin (no Cornish tin-based pun intended) – a reworking of an old Cornish folk song. So far, so novelty Christmas single – think ‘Mistletoe And Wine’ for the seventies. Now, at the time, Wogan was hosting his breakfast show on Radio 2 and when he played this track he sang along to it. His accompaniment obviously set someone’s synapses twitching because somehow, somewhen (actually in 1978), whoever this person was came up with the idea of Terry releasing his singalong version, which he did, even though the Brighouse and Rastrick version had only been released a couple of months before – so, you know, you’d think maybe people might not need another version of it? Well, they didn’t, but they obviously did, because it got to number twenty-one, which in this day and age would have had you sharpening the guillotine, but in 1978 was no bad thing.


Now, if you ever want to see three minutes and one second of a man thinking, ‘What have I done – this seemed quite a fun idea when we were in that meeting – but here I am like a berk – holding a bunch of flowers on Top of the Pops – without even Legs & Co for company – my ass is on the line here – and who’s helping me? No one!’ then check out Terry’s performance online (or as my friend, Moonman’s granny used to call it, ‘The web web web’). It’s here: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ElnCI1fkfFM


It’s brilliant! So awkward! Terry is the antithesis of a pop star in his beige suit and perfectly side-parted hair. The only nod to any sense of glamour is his stencil-patterned white shirt, which he wears with no tie and open at the neck (steady, Terry), and the bunch of flowers he’s holding, which appear to visibly wilt as the performance continues. In a magnificent study of restraint, I imagine Terry celebrated afterwards with an especially strong cup of tea.


I also like the fact that, back in the seventies, kids didn’t care two hoots about what they were actually watching when they went to TOTP; all that mattered was that they were at TOTP, the coolest show in the universe at the time. You could have put a butchery course to music on there, and they’d still have been bopping away.


Anyway, I first heard Terry’s version as a four-year-old, hiding in a cupboard from the bread man (yes, I do mean the man who delivered the bread . . . for some reason to me he was the most terrifying man in the world due to his friendly smile, white British Leyland van and sliced bloomer). In our house, ‘The Floral Dance’ was a permanent fixture, the radio was always on in the background, and this song was always on the radio. It had everything you could possibly want from a novelty hit: it was easy to sing along to, rhythmic enough for your dad to do a slightly embarrassing (OK, very embarrassing) dance to (and believe you me, my dad did – like the majority of his dances, it was a kind of amateur Irish jig with added Cornish gusto, like a deranged Morris dancer) and, like any great novelty hit, you could sort of make up all the words as long as you knew the actual words to the last line, which are of course: ‘All together for “The Floral Dance”!’


But it’s not really the song (thankfully) that defines my love for Wogan. As with all the songs in this tome, it’s less about them and more about what they signify, the connections and meanings they have for me. Irrespective of the fact that I’ve come to know Terry through work, and could dare to call him a friend (OK, a friendly colleague), I can trace my admiration for him (not obsession, thank you) back to being that kid hiding from the bread man.


Without meaning to bang on about the whole Irish thing too much (‘Here he goes again . . .!’), the UK broadcasting industry has always been home to Irish entertainers, and still is, from Eamonn Andrews through to Graham Norton.


In the seventies, if you were part of an Irish family living in England (which, in case it’s escaped your attention, I was), Wogan was kind of like your connection to home. If my dad was lucky he’d call home to Ireland once a week, and write a weekly letter to my grandmother. There was obviously no email, no Skype; quite often when you left home, that was it, you never went back. So an Irish voice and face made people a little less homesick. Terry felt like part of the furniture over here, he was accepted; he was our boy . . . one of us who’d made good.


Actually, he’d made very good indeed. Terry was a big success. He was on the radio, he had his own talk show, he wasn’t afraid to make himself look silly (see above), and perhaps most not­­ably, he made the Eurovision Song Contest worth watching. There was always an underlying wit that let you know that whilst he wasn’t taking himself too seriously, he was taking what he was doing seriously (apart from the Eurovision Song Contest, obviously, where all bets are off). There was an intelligence behind those steel-blue eyes. He might act the eejit, but he was no one’s fool.


The hardest thing any broadcaster can do is make the job look easy. OK, it’s not a hard job in the way that busting your chops on a building site or factory is, but to make TV and radio look and sound easy, when inside you’re quite often thinking, ‘SHIIITTTT, what am I doing?’ is no mean feat. Terry is by far and away the most effortlessly gifted radio broadcaster I’ve ever seen work.


I’m often asked what I find more enjoyable: TV or radio, and my answer is always, ‘Whatever is live.’ Which I know is sidestepping the issue, but that’s my answer. Nothing comes close to live broadcasting. At one and the same time it’s the greatest buzz and most terrifyingly exciting sensation I’ve experienced, and I want to do it until I die, or retire (or, more likely, until it retires me).


OK, getting off the fence, TV is probably my first love, but nothing is more terrifying in broadcasting than being on your own, live on national radio, when it’s just you, the mic, the listener, and, and, and . . . you can’t think of anything to say! By comparison, the fact that TV is a visual medium and therefore physical, means you can pace it all out and enjoy a silence from time to time – and you can breathe, because, frankly, people can see you breathe!


Radio, live radio, is a whole different ball game. When I was first given my very own Radio 2 show, I had the amazing experience of finding myself sitting near to Wogan at the station’s Christmas party at the Criterion. He probably won’t remember, but that night he gave me the most simple and yet best piece of advice about radio that I’ve ever been given. It’s also, instinct­ively, the hardest thing to do on radio . . . Ready for this? Good. Here goes: ‘Never be afraid of the silence.’ See, it sounds spectacularly simple, doesn’t it? But it’s so hard to put into practice.


Just for a minute, imagine you’ve got your own radio show (feels good/terrifying, doesn’t it?). A song has just finished and you open the mic (that’s a technical term which means ‘start’). Now, count in your head for five seconds before saying anything . . . Bear in mind that, for someone like Wogan or the BBC Radio 2 breakfast show, there could be upwards of eight or nine million people listening . . . there’s no music in the background . . . there’s no posse to bounce off . . . ready . . . do it . . . 5, 4, 3, 2, 1.


There, five seconds. The fastest man in the world can run over fifty metres in that time, but in the middle of a radio show it can seem like an eternity. Of course I’m not actually suggesting that you should do that, and neither was Terry (unless I completely misunderstood what he meant). The essence of his advice is: take your time – the faster you talk, the faster you get. If you fill the airwaves with mindless nonsense, then the whole show will become nonsense, so better to pace yourself, relax and, as the great man said, embrace the silence.


Wogan didn’t need to help a young broadcaster out. In this industry, it’s pretty sink or swim (that said, all my brethren, and sistren, at Radio 2 have been like parents to me – almost literally, as when I started I was pretty much the youngest person there by about thirty-five years), so for someone to go out of their way to help me, to offer a couple of words of kindly advice, made a real difference.


There was also something I wanted to say to him that night at the Criterion, but I didn’t say it to him that evening, or indeed any other evening because it just didn’t feel right (and for that read, ‘It felt wrong, in a kind of stalker-like way.’) You see, having fallen for Terry’s soft, lilting tones as he sang along to ‘The Floral Dance’ and quashed my four-year-old-boy’s fear of that bread man, one night at the BBC Television theatre in Shepherd’s Bush a few years later, circa 1980, he changed my life again. (Now you can see why I didn’t mention that to him . . . bit weird.)


To explain, my Uncle Frank, and Aunty Angela (my mam’s older sister) came over from Ireland in the late sixties. They’ve always been very close, and they were already in England by the time my parents arrived, and were very supportive of them, in all the ways families are. Especially when my parents were starting out over here and my dad was working on the building sites. Frankie sadly passed a while ago, but he was in many ways both the antithesis and archetype of an Irishman: he had the heart of a lion; razor-like wit – dry as a bone; and he smoked sixty a day – proper fags as well, Superkings, or Raffles when they weren’t available – none of your menthol rubbish. I know because he would send me round to the corner shop to buy a packet when I was eight (it was a different time) and in a masterstroke, he once gave me a sly puff on a cigarette at that age, knowing full well it would put me off for life. Which it did. The other side of the Frankie coin was that he never touched a drop of alcohol and, if you put him in a party situation, he was as shy as a dormouse. He was just a really lovely, warm and intelligent man. He was of that breed of dads/uncles that never seems to age, always permanently about fifty-five to sixty, with thinning hair, smart trousers, vest underneath a white shirt (classic), but never unkempt, always smart. He was a legend.


Frankie was an electrician and did very well over in England. He always drove Fords (love the brand loyalty). He had a Ford Capri – the Professionals drove a Capri, so for an eight-year-old child (and, come to think of it, a grown man in his forties), that was very cool. He also drove, for work, a British Leyland Sherpa van with a slide door which he kept open when he drove, à la The Spy Who Loved Me – he couldn’t have been cooler. His partner in crime was my Aunty Angela.


She was everything to us: big sister, aunty, grandmother, bacon/dairy pusher . . . I knew that as soon as I walked through the door there’d be at least four rashers of Irish smoked bacon waiting for me (I’d always eat them straight, no ketchup or brown sauce chaser) and, get this, she cooked it in a microwave. Because she could, and because it was the eighties. Plus, she did a hell of a roast, which was our reward on a Sunday having driven up to their place in Queen’s Park in London (at the time a big Irish enclave – that’s gentrification for you!) from Colchester, post-Mass. She was a gravy alchemist, and like any self-respecting Irish cook, made sure that no roast was complete without two different types of potato.


I swear, the whole Irish thing about being obsessed with potatoes is God’s honest truth. On one of my wife’s first trips to Ireland, she pointed out to five members of my family (including Aunty Angela) that we’d been debating the relative strengths and weaknesses of varieties of potatoes for half an hour. Not, you understand, how you like them served: boiled, mashed, etc. No. Types of potato – surely the kind of conversation you can only be born into. Worse still, I was part of that debate. I guess you’re either part of the problem or part of the solution, man. (For the record, I’m a Kerrs Pink man.)
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